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Review
Perspectives on Scandinavian Science in the Early Twentieth Century
Edited by Reinhard Siegmund-Schultze and Henrik Kragh Sørensen. Oslo (The Norwegian Academy of Sciences
and Letters. Novus Forlag). 2006. ISBN 978-82-7099-442-7. 352 pages. €39.00
This book is a collection of papers presented at an international conference held in May 2005 at Agder University
College in Norway. The conference celebrated both the centennial of the dissolution of the union between Norway and
Sweden and Einstein’s annus mirabilis. In the introduction the editors introduce some “topics that set Scandinavian
science and technology apart from that of the rest of Europe. . . (1) the small scale and potential, (2) the individual
excellence counteracting problems of isolation and communication, (3) the peripheral political and geographical po-
sition, (4) the local and national traditions in science and technology, and (5) the political neutrality and progressive
liberality, and the mediating role often adopted by Scandinavians, politicians and scientists alike” (p. 14). These are
themes that are touched upon in many of the papers of the volume.
From the contents of the proceedings it is obvious that they have a heavy bias toward Norwegian science. Only two
papers are specifically about Danish science, one is about Sweden and one about Finland. None of the papers really
deal with the main subject: Scandinavian science as a whole. The two papers whose titles announce a Scandinavian
perspective have a heavy slant toward one particular country: Renstrøm’s towards Denmark, and Siegmund-Schultze’s
towards Norway. Most of the contributions offer “examples” or “special cases” of Scandinavian science rather than
“perspectives” as promised in the title. Indeed, a more accurate title of the volume might have been: “Examples of the
development of science in Norway and neighboring countries around 1905”.
In several places in the book, examples from Norway are presented as being somehow representative of Scan-
dinavia, whereas in fact they are not. For example in the introduction “the promotion of internal self-awareness
within the Scandinavian region” (p. 12) is connected with the period around Norwegian independence. This is true
for Norway, but the Danish period of promotion of internal self-awareness had already begun by 1864, when the
country lost a large part of its territory to Germany. In fact Scandinavianism stems from that period. Also the late
establishment of the Norwegian Mathematical Society (1918) is taken as an example of how various developments
occurred later in Scandinavian countries than in the continental European nations. It is unclear how this is a striking
example of a common Scandinavian trend, when in fact the Danish Mathematical Society was founded as early as
1873, one year after the Société mathématique de France and 17 years before the Deutsche Mathematiker Vereini-
gung.
These criticisms aside, however, I can recommend several of the papers for their contributions to our knowledge
of aspects of Scandinavian science around 1905 and the cultural context in which it developed. In the first section
about “Einstein and Norway” Nils Voje Johansen gives a well written and well researched account of Einstein’s
visit to Norway in 1920, when he was invited by students of the University of Kristiania (Oslo). Helge Kragh gives
an account of the relatively fast assimilation of the new physics by Norwegian physicists, and Reidun Renstrøm
discusses the slow reception of Einstein’s theory of the photon. Although Renstrøm’s paper only accidentally touches
on Scandinavian science it is interesting because it demonstrates how, during the first two decades Einstein’s theory
was widely believed to concern only the interaction between field and matter, whereas the propagation of light could
otherwise be described by Maxwell’s equations.
The second section of the book, concerned with “Norwegian science and technology around 1905”, starts with
Robert Marc Friedman’s paper “Nansen, national honour and the rise of Norwegian polar geophysics” which gives
an interesting and well informed analysis of how and why Norway became a leader in polar and geophysical re-
search. It provides one example of a particular Scandinavian science. I should also highlight Einar Lie’s contextual
discussion of the statistical sampling method used by the Norwegian A.N. Kiær in connection with Norwegian so-doi:10.1016/j.hm.2007.10.006
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during the early 20th century and only resurfaced around 1925. I also enjoyed Henrik Kragh Sørensen’s paper:
“Niels Henrik Abel’s professional and political legacy in Norway”. Sørensen shows how the Norwegian mathemat-
ical community used a national mathematical hero as a role model in order to position itself at home and abroad.
Abel’s influence on 19th-century Norwegian mathematics is analyzed on the personal, professional and the politi-
cal level. The second half of the paper is a fine analysis of the circumstances surrounding the Abel Centennial in
1902.
The third section about “the Scandinavian perspective” starts with Reinhard Siegmund-Schultze’s “Reflections
on some specific problems of the internationalization of Scandinavian science around 1905” in which he makes
“several, partly sketchily formulated proposals for future investigations” (p. 243). Peter C. Kjærgaard gives a more
thorough discussion of why one should study the history of science of small nations and reflects on the subjects of
internationalization and globalization. He ends with two subjects from the historiography of Danish science: “kitchen
middens” 1 (an example of a Danish research specialty) and publication patterns. The volume ends with a paper by
Anders Lundgren on the production of paper and the use of peat in Sweden. It stresses and discusses three features of
the development of chemical technology: mobility, continuity, and locality.
The editors argue in their introduction that “Historiographical and sociological reflections on science and tech-
nology in the Scandinavian countries have been scarce” (p. 11) and in the same vein one of the editors also writes
“The literature on the history of Scandinavian science is limited” (p. 243), going on to add that “for want of suf-
ficient literature” (p. 243) his paper will be limited in scope. It is of course true that the literature is limited and
that publications in English are particularly scarce, but it seems to me a bit unfair to present such a bleak picture
of the historiography of Scandinavian science. The list of sources in the introduction and in Siegmund-Schultze’s
paper is certainly short, but it does not in any way represent the existing scholarship. Let me just mention a few
books (not mentioned in these bibliographies) that come to my mind concerning the history of Danish science:
the 14-volume history of the University of Copenhagen [Ellehøj, 1979–2001], Olaf Petersen’s history of the Royal
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters [Petersen, 1992], Söderqvist’s Videnskabernes København [Söderqvist,
1998], my own book about high points from the history of the Faculty of Sciences of the University of Copen-
hagen [Lützen, 2000], a book about Caspar Wessel [Wessel, 1999] and in particular the new four-volume work about
Danish History of Science [Kragh and Nielsen, 2005–2006]. It is also a fact that for the last century Swedish history
of science (lärdomshistoria) has been very concerned with science in Sweden. I would therefore question whether
Scandinavian science has been studied less than the history of other similar size areas or cultures in, say, central
Europe.
Nevertheless, this volume is a welcome new contribution to the subject, and the papers contained in it are important
in three respects. Firstly, they tell us Scandinavians about our past; secondly, they tell the world about some important
and influential Scandinavian contributions to science and technology; and finally, they broaden our knowledge of the
cultural context of scientific developments in one of the peripheries of Europe.
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1 A heap of waste, in particular shell and related cultural material, left by a prehistoric settlement often in a coastal area.
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